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Grade Retention and School Dropout:
fulLICY DEBATE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

By Melissa Roderick

er 30'; of 14-vear-olds were en
rolled in a grade below ninth grade.
their modal grade le\ el. in 1992.

Grade retention rates and, as a result. the
proportion of students overage for grade by
the time they reach high school have risen
nearly 4i over the past two decades.
Many teachers belies e that retention, par-
ticularly in the early grades, is an effective
strategy to remediate poor school perfor-
mance and may reduce the likelihood of lat-
er school failure. Research on grade reten-
tion. however. concludes that repeating a
grade provides few remediational benefits
and may. in the long run, place students at
a higher risk of dropping out of school.
Should school systems be alar,sed by these
iocreases in retention rates? .And w hat, if
any thing, ss ould concern oser retention
mean for policy? This research bulletin
looks at the evidence regarding whether
and how grade retention 'nay influence the
chances that a student w ould drop out in
the context of the policy trends that lime

mtributed to rising rates of grade reten-
tion over the past tw o decades.

RETENTION RATES AND
SCHOOL POLICY

There is no precise national estimate of
the proportion of y ouths W ho experience
grade retention. A rough estimate of the in-
cidence of grade retention can be obtained
hy examining the percentage of a cohort
enrolled below its modal grade level in a
given year) In 1984. for example. (he
Current Population Sur%ey estimated that
11.1'; of Six- ear-olds were enrolled be-
low their modal grade level, first grade.
Eight y ears later. at 14 ears of age. 31.4';
or this cohort was enrolled below its 'nodal
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Research on grade
retention . . . conchides that

repeating a grade
provides few

remediational benefits
and maN, in the hmg

place students at CI

higher risk of
dropping out of school .

grade leN el, ninth grade. ihus, in 1992. ap-
proximately 20' of 14- ear-olds may base
experienced a grade retention bets\eell first
and eighth grades. Most of these retentions
occur early in students' school careers.

F

Figure I shows the propirtion or students
ss ho w ere enrolled below th.,:ir modal grade
les el by age ill 1992. These cross-section-
al rates demonstrate that the largest in-
crease across cohorts in the proportion of
students enrolled below their modal grade
les el occurs betw een six and nine years of
age. or between the modal grade levels of
first to fourth grade.

Retention rates and the proportion of stu-
dents V. ho are overage for grade ary sig-
nificantly by race and gender. Table I

shows the proportion of the 1 954 cohort or
sixth-graders who were overage for grade
at ages 6. 9. and 14. In 1992. for example.
almost 40'i of all I 4-year-old males were
overage for grade compared to 20(i of all
females. Os er one-half of black I 4- ear-
old males and fully 48.51 4 of Hispanic
males were enrolled below ninth grade.

The proportion of youths promoted from
one year to the next is largely determined

Figure 1.
Percentage of Students Enrolled Below Their Modal Grade Level by Age, 1992
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Table 1.
Proportion of Six-Year-Old Cohort of 1984 Enrolled in a Grade Below Their

Modal Grade Level at Ages 6, 9, and 14 by Gender, Race, and Hispanic Origin

Age Age 6 Age 9 Age 14

Modal Grade First Fourth Ninth

Year 1984 1987 1992

All Males 13.2 32.4 39.6

All Females 8.9 20.6 20.5

White 11.1 26.0 29.4

Male 13.3 31.8 33.5

Female 8.7 20.0 20.5

Black 12.3 32.6 41.8

Male 14.2 40.2 52.0

Female 10.4 25.5 30.4

Hispanic 10.5 28.6 33.2

Male 7.9 30.3 48.5

Female 13.4 27.2 15.8

Source Li S Department ot Commerce. Bureau of 11- Census School Enrollment Social and Economic

Characteristics of Students. Cufrent Population Rep .ifts. Series P-20 selected years

by schools sy stems' promotion policies

and by teachers' and principals' an nudes

regarding the benefit \ of retention. Two de-

velopmems base contributed to increases

in rates of non-prin notion in the past two
decades. First, during the 1980s many
school systems adopted strict oroni,..ion
policies. often tied to scores on eu
referenced or basic-skills tests. Second.

kindergarten and preschiml enrollments

INIMIN1111111Fa

The permanencN of
retention and the message
it sends students maN have

long-term effects on
self-esteem and school
attachment that mwv

override even short-term
academic benefits.

bast' increased steadily, bringing ss ith them

rising academic demands in kindergarten

and lirst grade and increasing emphasis on

-academic- as w ell as des elopmental
readiness in making pr.unotional de,:isions

in the early years.=
Mei the past thice decddcs. glade re

tention policies has e fluctuated from one
extreme to another. During the 1970s, the

Pres ailing Phi lthoPhy ss as that social pro-
motion was 111(r.t heneficiid to youths,'

Policies of social promotion came under

sharp criticism during the standards-rais-

ing inmement of the 1980s. eandvied

the publication in 1983 of:1 Nation:11RM.
.rhis report poimed to declines in student
achievement test scores as es idence that

such lenient policies as s.icial promotion
had caused a dilution of standards and a de-

cline in the quality of American education.

In response. many school systems drafted

strict promotion policies, often tied to
scores on curricul LIM-referenced or basic-

skills tests.
The most dramatic indicator of the shift

in attitudes and practices regarding pro-
motion is the increase in the proportion of
youths ss ho are overage for grade. Froln

1970 to 1980, the proportion of 12- to 1-1-

y ear-olds enrolled below their modal grade
level hovered around 20<i . From 1980 to

1993. however, this proportion increased
significantly, peaking in the early 1990s at
nearly 32'.; (see Table 2).

The I 990s witnessed yet another pendu-

lum swing in educator's attitudes toward
retention. Many school s qems began to
review their retention policies and search

fiir alternatives. In I 990. for example. Ness

York Cny's school chancellor revised the

stem'', strict promotion policy, citing ev-

idence that dropout rates among retained

youths w ere higher than dropout rates
primmted mulls \A ith comparable

reading les els. ex cut in mgh retained youths

had received special services. In Chicago.
tescaich showed that overage student\

\ken! more likely to drop out. exen sk hen

controlling for prior scluml achiev ement.
and this condition led to a resocation of ba-

sic skills testing as a criterion for reten

lion.' The Chicago School Reform Lass.

passed in 1989, set a central giml of edit-

cation reform reducing retention rates by

Ilrf over four years.',

GRADE RETENTION AND
SCHOOL DROPOUT

As eviticed by the experiences ofChicago

and New York City, opponents of grade re-

tention often cited Me strong association he-

m een retention and dropping out as evi-

dence that nonpromotion is harmful.
Indeed, the strength of the assoctatitm Is im-

pressive. A widely quoted finding from the

Youth in Transition Study is that one grade

retention increases the risk of dropping out
bs 4w; to 5(),,, and being two grades be-

hind increases the risk by 90<; In the more

recent High School and Beyond Survey.
sophomores ss ho reported that they had re-

peated at lea, t one previous grade dropped

out at more than twice the rate of ouths
who reported that they had never repeated

a grade.'. Csingdata from individual school
systems, seseral studies have shown that
students who are retained or who are over-
age (Or grade drop out at significantly higher

rates. (nen when controlling for prior
achievement or grades and attendance.° In ad-

dition. students who are retained drop out at

higher rates, regardless of whether retention

occurs early or later in their school careers.
The literature on grade retention sug-

gests three important aspects of the reten-
tion experience that combine to place stu-

dents at risk of school failure and early

school leaving. First grade retention as a
remediational strategy does not appear to
lix the problem it purports to address and

may at least when it occurs in higher
grades. exacerbate poor school perfor-

mance. Second, grade retention is perhaps
the strongest message that a teacher and a

school Lan send to a student that she or he

is not making the grade and is not as capa-
ble as other children. a failure that is per-

manent and cannot be remediated by extra
ellort. The permanency of relent km and the

message it sends students may have long-

term effects on sdf-esteein and school at-
tachment that may oserride even short-
term academic benefits, And third, grade
retention, regardless of when it occurs, may.
increase the chances of school leaving be-

cause it makes a student overage for grade
during adolescence, and, for those who are
already has ing difficulty in school, it may
increase the likelihood that they will feel
Inist rated and become disengaged.

IMPACT OF RETENTION ON
SCHOOL PERFORMANCE AND

ACHIEVEMENT

A large bod y. of research has examined
the impact of grade retention on measured
achievement.in In most Of this research, the



Table 2.

Proportion of Students Enrolled Below Their Modal Grade By Age,
1972 to 1992

Age Range
Year Ages 6-8 Ages 9-11 Ages 12-14
1992 19.3 21.1 30.9
1990 21.5 27.6 31.0
1988 20.4 28.4 29.7
1986 19.2 26.5 27.3
1984 16.6 23.9 27.0
1982 16.6 22.8 23.9
198C 14.3 20.3 22.6
1978 12.4 19.5 19.2
1976 10.6 18.1 19.8
1974 10.3 17.8 21.7
1972 10.7 19.6 21.9

Source: U S Department of Commerce. Bureau of the Census. School Enrollment: Social and Economic
Characteristic.; of Students.1993. Table A-3. Current Population Reports. Series P-20. no. 479.

effect of retention is estimated by compar-
ing the achiesement test scores of retained
students to a matched group of promoted
youths. Using this method, estimates difThr
depending on w hether stuok2nts' scores are
compared w hen they are the same age or
after they have completed the same grade.
Studies that use sante-age comparisons
generally find that promoted students per-
form better than retained students in the
year after retention and that the academic
performance of retained pupils continues
to lag behind that of promoted y ouths in
later years) I For example. C. Thomas
Holmes's most recent meta-analysis indi-
cates that retained students score on aver-
age .45 standard deviations lower on tests
of achies einem than promoted students in
the year after retention occurs.r: Studies
c(imparing retained and pnimoted students
after they complete the same grade and
sante material t same-grade comparisons)
do not show large negative effects on
achievement and often find small positive
ones. These positive effects, however, ap-
pear to be sluirt term . lasting no more than
two to three years.I' Research findings al-
so diner depending on the grade in which
students are retained. In general. early
grade retentions are associated sk ith mod-
erate positive benefits for school perftw-
mance. although such effects are short

H Studies that compare the perkir-
mance or retained to promoted students in
later grades tend to find large negative ef-
fects of grade retention.ls

In sum, results of studies investigating
the effects of retention on academic per-
formance generally indicate that retention
as a means of remediation does not work.
At best, it leaves students who were already
lagging behind their peers even further be-
hind. AI worst. retentitin has negative el-

feet, on measured achievement. partiell-
larly in later grades. If grade retention in-
creases the likelihood that a student will
drop out because it leads to lower school
performance, then reductions in the num-
ber of students retained in grade should
lead to better performance and low er
dropout rates. Researchers at the
Consortium for Chicago School Research
are just beginning to look at this possibili-
ty in a study of achievement trends and
school reform in the Chicago Public
Schools.'" They estimated the effect of-de-
clining grade retention rates on achieve-
ment gains among cohorts of students.
From I 98S to 1992. retention rates fell h
one-half. mostly in response to school S S-
tem efforts. By comparing the achievement
growth of students retained under pre-re-
form retention rates to that of students in
later cohorts retained under the old policy
but now promoted. these researchers esti-
mated that, across grade levels. a decline in
the use of retention w as associated w ith
greater learning gains. Whether these ben-
efits will transiate into lower dropout rates
has y et to he determined.

GRADE RETENTION AND
ATTITUDES TOWARD

SCHOOL

While much is know n about the effect of
rade retention on measured achievement.
studies about how grade retention influ-
ences students attitudes tow ard them-
selves and school are scant it td results are
mi \ed. Qualitatke studies n often find
that students react negatively to retention.
Yttunger children often perceive retention
as a form of punishment and a stigma)"
Qualitatise studies of adolescents often
conclude that retention exacerbates discn-

gagement from school and leads to in-
creases in frustration at doing poorly

Quantitative studies examining the ef-
fects of retention on self-esteem and atti-
tudes toward school have found substantial
negative effects when retained students are
compared to matched promoted youth. In
their meta-analy sis. C. Thomas Holmes
and Kenneth Matthews conclude that
across studies retention has negatise hut
relatis ely moderate effects on measured
self-esteem and school attachment.I9 In a
recent study conducted in a school system
that served predominantly African-
American students. Denise Gottfredson
and her colleagues compared school at-
tachment and attitudes of retained sixth-
and seventh-grade students to a matched
sample of promoted students: retention NA as
not associated sk ith neeative effects on Self
esteem, peer asse,:iations. attitudes toward
school, or school attachment and behav-
ior.2" Indeed. the authors found that re-
tained students showed greater attachment
to school and reported less negative school
beha ions than promoted students. The au-
thors concluded that among high-risk stu-
dents retention may have led to a reduction
in negative behavior, because it placed

Results of studies
investigating the effects of

retentiotl on academic
performance generallN indicate.

that retention as a nleans of
remediatitm does 110t work.
At hest, it leaves students
who were alreadN lagging

behind their peers even further
behind. At worst, retenthm

has negative effects on
measured achievement,

particularIN in later grades .

these youths among N, ounger students.
w here they may have eRjoyed higher sta-
WS. perhaps delaying later problems.

Gott fresdon 's findings as ss ell as the gen-
eral direction of results in grade retention
research suggest that a critical ingredient
itt understanding retention effeLts lies in
identifying and disentangling the interac-
tion of grade retention with age and a stu-
dent's developmental stage. In it study of
teachers' itttitudes about grade retention



It is unclear . . .

to what extent
teachers' beliefs about the

negative effects of
grade retention On older
students are influenced

their obsenations that
students overage for grade cause

and have more problems.

conducted by Ellen Tompchin and James
Impara, teachers often believed that early
grade retentions (kindergarten through
third grade) give immature students a
chance to catch up and has e few negatise
impacts on self-esteem.21 Teachers ss ere
much less sanguine about the effects of re-
tention in later grades (fourth through sev-
enth grade). While only IT the teach-
ers surveyed agreed that earl y. grade reten-
tion harms children's self-concept. over
6()': agreed that later grade retention would
have a negative effect. and 44 (j( agreed that
children should not be retained later than
third grade. Research findings. howeser.
suggest that teachers os eresti mate the po-
tential benefits of early grade retention. At
the same time. there is general agreement
that as a student gets older. relatise status
among his or her peer,. becomes increas-
ing]) important in shaping self-concept
and. ultimately. \chool engagement and
performance.2-: Indeed. fully 74(.4 of the
teachers survey ed by Tompchin and
Impara agreed that oserage student \ cause
more behavior problems in later grades.

In mo\t of the literature the terms "over-
age for grade- and "grade retention- arc

interchangeably. It is unclear. how es -
er, to what extent teachers belief\ about the
negative effects of grade retention on old-
er students are influenced by their obser-
vations that students overage for grade
cause and have more problems.
Distinguishing the effect of being overage
for grade from the effect of gr,ale retention
has important policy implications. If nega-
t is e effects occur primaril y. wlien students
are retained later in their school careers.
then school systems should pursue alter-
natives to retention in the middle grades.
In this case, thete would be less basis for

alartn about high retention rates in earl)
grades. since early retention would appear
to have relatively neutral effects. If. on the
other hand, being overage lOr grade. re-
gardless of w hen a student is retained. neg-7

at is ely impacts school performance and at-
tachment during adolescence. then early.
grade retention would increase the risk of
school dropout. even if it had short-term
positive benefit \ earlier in a student's
school career.

When You make a student overage for
grade during adolescence, he or she may feel
self-conscious. particularly as his or her age
cohort mos es to high school. The impact of
being oserage for grade w as &scribed by
Mario. a student in my current studs of the
transition to high school in Chicago. Despite
reporting that his eighth-grade grades were
better than he had expected. Mario's frus-
tration at being os erage for grade largely
colored his attitudes toward his elementary
school. When asked if he would miss the el-
ementary school he had attended for Ilse
years and in which he was retained in the
fifth grade. Mario responded:

ah too many years. I V, as the
longest student there. me and some
other guys. Had like Its e years al-
ready. Teachers came and past and
other principals were there and
ss e're still here. It was embar-
rassing. All my cousins and broth-
ers had passed to high school al-
ready and I W. as still there. And
like I was supposed to he a sopho-
more this year and so they. go
'man you're still here.-
Es erybods tell me like "what year
of high school are you in'' and I
say . . . and they say. "Eeeh. you
been there a long long time."

The results of my Ms n research on the
effect of grade retention on school dropoill
lends some evidence to the hypothesis that
there is an effect of being os erage for grade
that influences students' school perfor-
mance during adolescence. Students can be
overage for grade for a number of rea-
sons because they w ere retained, IN_
the y. entered the school sy stem Os erage for
grade. or because they immigrated to the
school system and were placed in a grade
below their modal grade les el. In an ex-
ploratory analy sis of school transcript da-
ta anumg one cohort of students from an
urban Massachusetts public school system.
I found that students ss ho ss ere overage for
grade experienced substantial disengage-
ment from school during the ;ite mitldle-
school Yeal....2` Students 55 bo began sixth
grade overage for grade were substantially
more likely to drop out of school during
middle school ( sixth to eighth grade). Es en
those oserage students who went on to high
school ss ere beginning to shows signs of
withdrawal. l3y the end of middle school.
those ss ho ended the sixth grade os crag/.

for grade and ss ho had not dropped out ss ere
absent an as erage of ses en day s more than
those enrolled at their modal grade les el.
even ss hen accounting for differences in
grade and attendance just two grades ear-
lier. These students continued to drop out
at higher rates. In fact, the effect of being
overage fOr grade may explain a large pro-
portion of the hgher dropout rates all1011.g
retained students.

CRITICAL POLICY ISSUES

Res iews of grade retention research that
compare teachers' bellefs about the bene-
tits of retention to the research tn idence are
numerous.=4 Many, of these res iews con-
clude similarly. Teachers promote reten-
tion because they believe it is an effectis e
remediational strategy. To the extent that
retention, at least in the earl) grades. show s
some short-term benefits t'or students,
teachers' conclusions are understandable.
Teachers in early grades are not able to loll iss-
their students over time to see the efft. :ts
of their decisions on students' later des .I-
opment. While research on the relationsh
between retention and school dropout is rah
conclusive. nor !lase the processes and
causal links that fully explain high dropout
rates been i&ntified. there is enough evi-
dence to conclude that grade retention pro-
s ides few- long-term academic or develop-
mental benefits and that it places students
at risk of dropping out. The ccmclusion of
most res iew s. then. i s to take a strong stand
against retention and to ads ocate for the ed-
ucation of teachers.

The dramatic rise in retention rates os er
the past two decades has not bc n generat-
ed by teacher attitudes alone, how es er. At
the beginning of this bulletin. I cited two
des elopihents that has e contributed to the
rk: in retention rates os er the past tss 0

While manN school sNstems

have moved awaN from making
retentionl decisimis based cm

scores on standardized tests, the
increasing emphasis on using
test scores to hold schools and

teachers aconintable for pcyfirr-
mance creates disincentives for
teachers to allow lwterogencitN

in the classroom and students to
develop at their moll pace, even

as early OS first grade.



decades: changes in s,:hool systems poli-
cies and changes in the nature of earl
grades education. Policy makers need to be
aware of the extent to which district-wide
policies influence inch% idual school's prac-
tices. While man school s stems has e
mos ed ass as from making retention deci-
sions based on scores on standardized tests.
the increasing emphasis on using test
scrires to hold schools and teachers ac-
countable for perky mance creates disin-
centis es for teachers to allow heterogene-
its in the classri Him and students to des cl-
op at their own pace. even as early as first
grade.25 There is also little es idence that
the trend toward increasing academic de-
mands in kindert2arten will abate. despite
ealls from earl childhood educauirs for
more age-appropriate practices that allow
for dis ersit in students' development.26
l'or mincirit and lilks er income students.
ss ho are less like!. to be enrolled in
preschool and have parents ss ho emphasize
academic sk ills development before
kindergarten. increasing academic de-
mands in the early grades will most likel
translate into cominueJ high retention rates
in the absence of pol:cy attention:-
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